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The federal government has delayed its decision on the location of Mexico City's new airport
because of environmental and political considerations. The Secretaria de Comunicaciones y
Transportes (SCT) had promised to announce its choice between two prospective sites by the end of
July, but then delayed the decision until the end of September to collect further information on the
environmental impact on the two sites.
One site is southeast of the capital near Lake Texcoco in Mexico state and the other northeast of
Mexico City near the community of Tizayuca in Hidalgo state. Whichever site is eventually chosen,
Communications and Transportation Secretary Pedro Cerisola said Mexico City would have a new
airport in operation by the end of his term in 2006.
The Texcoco site has gained the endorsement of business interests, the pilots academy (Colegio de
Pilotos), and several engineering groups because of its proximity to the capital. This location is only
about 32 km from Mexico City, compared with 56 km for Tizayuca.
The convenience for residents of Mexico City is only one factor in the equation, with environmental
concerns, costs of construction, safety, and nearby infrastructure also contributing to the
decision. Some experts suggest the government would have already chosen the Texcoco site had
environmental concerns not become such a major factor.
But environmental organizations have launched a solid campaign against the site because
construction of the facility could destroy nesting sites for 27 species of migratory birds in Lake
Texcoco, which has been reclaimed during the last 30 years after drying up earlier in the last
century.
The presence of the birds so close to the proposed site has also raised concerns about flight hazards
for aircraft. UNAM study finds fault with both locations A study by an environmental think tank at
the Universidad Nacional Autonoma de Mexico (UNAM) released in early August found fault with
both locations.
The study, by UNAM's Programa Universitario del Medio Ambiente (PUMA), said environmental
hazards are present at both sites. Researchers considered the impact of the facilities on such factors
as hydrology, contamination, urban development, local flora and fauna, and risks for aviation. The
study found that both sites would create pressure on water supplies, damage local fauna, promote
overdevelopment, and increase pollution.
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Geologically, researchers said Tizayuca was a better option because the Texcoco site is near
a lake bed and runs the risk of ground sinkage. "Neither option is clearly preferable from an
environmental standpoint," said PUMA coordinator Irma Rosas Perez. "Serious problems exist at
both locations."
Environment Secretary Victor Lichtinger said the PUMA conclusions would be incorporated
in a larger study being conducted by the Secretaria del Medio Ambiente y Recursos Naturales
(SEMARNAT). "[The PUMA results] are just recommendations, not conclusions," said Lichtinger.
Gabriel Quadri, director of the Centro de Estudios del Sector Privado para el Desarrollo Sustentable
(CESPEDES), agreed that neither option is viable unless the government makes the appropriate
environmental improvements. "This could cost an additional US$900 million, an outlay that no
investor is willing to spend," said Quadri. "Therefore, the government would have to draw on fiscal
revenues."
A major disadvantage of Tizayuca would be the cost of constructing infrastructure, such as roads
and rapid rail lines to connect the new terminal with Mexico City and nearby Pachuca. Conversely,
the Hidalgo site would allow authorities to keep open the existing Benito Juarez terminal for
domestic flights, giving the capital two air terminals.
The Texcoco site is considered too close to the current airport, which would force closure of
Benito Juarez. Roberto Eibenschutz Hartman, an urban planner and consultant for Hidalgo state,
conducted a similar study in 1995 that considered six airport locations, ranking Tizayuca the most
environmentally friendly, with Texcoco last. Mexico, Hidalgo states launch expensive promotion
campaigns Competition to gain the site for the new airport has become so intense that Mexico and
Hidalgo states have spent millions of pesos in lobbying and marketing campaigns since the start of
the year.
Govs. Arturo Montiel of Mexico state and Manuel Angel Nunez Soto of Hidalgo, both members of
the long-governing Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI), see the airport as a major catalyst
for economic development. "We are not just offering a location for the airport," Montiel said in
testimony before a congressional committee. "We are offering an environmentally sustainable site at
which to locate the airport."
The administration of President Vicente Fox has pledged an objective decision on the matter. "We
are not going to accept any political pressures," said Transportation Secretary Cerisola. "We are
going to decide based on what most benefits our country." Cerisola's pledge of neutrality has met
strong skepticism, however.
The weekly news magazine Proceso said several powerful business interests, including the family
of the late Carlos Hank Gonzalez and former PRI officials, had decided on Texcoco long ago.
Texcoco is said to have a greater potential for real estate and other development than Tizayuca.
Proceso said two holdovers from former President Ernesto Zedillo's administration deputy
transportation secretary Aaron Dychter and Ernesto Velasco Leon, director of the airport services
agency Aeropuertos y Servicios Auxiliares (ASA) have unprecedented influence on the decision.
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"One would think the decision would have been set aside because of the change of party in power,"
said Martha Delgado, president of the Union de Grupos Ambientalistas. "But if key officials are the
same ones as in the previous government, then nothing has really changed."
Hidalgo Gov. Nunez expressed similar frustrations. "The final decision is up to the president," said
Nunez. "But it remains to be seen if that decision will favor the public interest or if pressure from a
particular group will prevail."

Morelos state offers alternative location
In the meantime, alternatives are surfacing, including sites in Morelos and Queretaro states.
Gov. Sergio Estrada Cajigal, a member of Fox's conservative Partido Accion Nacional (PAN), has
proposed a site in Temoac, Morelos, near the city of Cuautla and just 30 km from Mexico City.
"This location is ideal because of its capacity to handle large quantities of cargo and passengers, the
availability of land for construction, the lack of significant environmental risks, and its favorable
weather," Estrada said in a letter requesting a hearing from the Chamber of Deputies.
Estrada said his proposal is supported by Mexico City Mayor Andres Manuel Lopez Obrador. The
Mexico City mayor has not denied or confirmed support for the Morelos site, but his administration
has clearly opposed locating the new airport at Texcoco. In a statement at the end of August, the
Mexico City environment department (Secretaria del Medio Ambiente del Distrito Federal) said
Tizayuca is preferable, even though it found fault with both sites.
Still another alternative has been offered by former Mexico City Mayor Cuauhtemoc Cardenas, who
suggested expanding the existing facility, including constructing two new runways. This option, said
Cardenas, would not require expropriating any land and would halt the recent trend toward urban
expansion.
The Texcoco and Tizayuca plans are not just about constructing a new terminal, but are primarily
"real estate ventures," said Cardenas, an engineer by trade. The SCT has discarded Cardenas'
proposal as not viable. "Even with the addition of new runways, this airport will not have the
capacity needed for the next 50 years," said Cerisola. (Sources: Novedades, 07/18/01, 08/09/01; Los
Angeles Times, 08/09/01; El Economista, 06/28/01, 07/02/01, 07/11/01, 07/18/01, 07/19/01, 07/26/01,
08/09/01, 08/10/01; CNI en Linea, 07/25/01, 08/08/01, 08/10/01; Proceso, 07/15/01, 08/12/01; Notimex,
07/10/01, 07/15/01, 08/06/01, 08/08/01, 08/13/01; Reuters, 07/11/01, 08/13/01; Reforma, 07/09/01,
08/01/01, 08/08/01, 08/09/01, 08/15/01; La Jornada, 07/27/01, 08/09/01, 08/15/01; Excelsior, 07/19/01,
07/20/10, 07/26/01, 08/08/01, 08/09/01, 08/14/01, 08/16/01; El Financiero, 07/26/01, 08/15/01, 08/17/01;
El Universal, 07/11/01, 07/26/01, 07/27/01, 08/09/01, 08/22/01, 08/23/01; La Cronica de Hoy, 08/01/01,
08/09/01, 08/13/01, 08/14/01, 08/17/01, 08/24/01)
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